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1.  INTRODUCTION
New Zealand is a small, highly motorised, coun-
try with a population of about 4.1 million, over 3 mil-
lion motor vehicles, over 2.8 million licensed drivers and 
some 92,000km of public roads.  
Most of the population live on the two main islands 
with population centres often separated by difﬁcult, and 
in places, mountainous terrain.  In urban areas most roads 
have a speed limit of 50km/h while outside urban areas 
roads are generally undivided and have a speed limit of 
100km/h.  There are only 170km of motorway.
Trafﬁc safety enforcement is carried out by the na-
tional police force, with dedicated funding provided from 
road user revenue.
New Zealand does not have a car manufacturing in-
dustry so all cars are imported. In 2004 about two-thirds 
were imported second hand, with the majority of those 
sourced from Japan.
In 2004 there were 436 people killed in motor ve-
hicle crashes.  Over the ten years from 1994 to 2004 road 
deaths decreased by 25%.  Over those 10 years the New 
Zealand population increased by 14% and the vehicle 
ﬂeet by 28% (Table 1 and Figure 1).  The provisional 
road toll for 2005 is 405 with a death rate of 1.3 deaths 
per 10,000 vehicles.
2.  CRASHES AND CASUALTIES IN 2004
In 2004 there were 376 fatal crashes and 9,992 Po-
lice reported injury crashes resulting in 436 deaths, 2,491 
casualties with serious injuries and 11,399 casualties 
with minor injuries.  There were also 26,393 non-injury 
crashes reported by Police.  Comparisons of hospital data 
with police crash reports suggest that about two-thirds of 
hospitalised casualties are reported to Police.  There were 
3,034 people injured seriously enough to be hospitalised 
for over one day.
The majority of deaths (74%) occurred in crashes 
on roads with 100km/h speed limits.  The most common 
types of fatal crashes are ‘single vehicle loss of control 
or run off road’ crashes which form 39% of the total and 
‘head on’ crashes which form a further 27% (Figure 2). 
Motor vehicle drivers account for 51% of the deaths, pas-
sengers 31%, pedestrians 9%, motorcyclists 8% and bi-
cyclists 2% (Figure 3).  Thirty one percent of those killed 
were in the 15-24 age group and 67% were male (Figure 
Table 1 Historical death rates
(Year ending 31 December)
Year Population Vehicles* Number of Deaths per Deaths per  
 (000) (000) road 100,000  10,000  
      deaths  population vehicles
1960 2403.6 762.7 374 15.6 4.9
1965 2663.8 1013.8 559 21.0 5.5
1970 2852.1 1208.7 655 23.0 5.4
1975 3143.7 1574.5 628 20.0 4.0
1980 3176.4 1789.4 599 18.9 3.3
1985 3303.1 1996.1 747 22.6 3.7
1990 3410.4 2197.7 729 21.4 3.3
1995 3643.2 2354.6 582 16.0 2.5
2000 3830.8 2601.7 462 12.1 1.8
2004 4060.9 2920.7 436 10.7 1.5
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Fig.1  Road crash casualties and vehicle ﬂeet compared to Jan 1995
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4). The two most common cause factors contributing to 
fatal crashes are ‘travelling too fast for conditions’ (37%) 
and ‘alcohol’ (30%).
For injury crashes the picture is a little different to 
that for fatal crashes. There is less emphasis on ‘travel-
ling too fast for conditions’ (16%) and ‘alcohol’ (12%) 
and a greater contribution from urban crashes (60%), par-
ticularly intersection collisions where a driver failed to 
give way (24%). 
3.  REDUCING THE ROAD TOLL
While there has been considerable progress towards 
reducing the road toll over the last decade, the 2004 death 
rate of 1.5 deaths per 10,000 vehicles still leaves some 
room for improvement when compared to the best per-
forming countries in the world.
The ﬁrst National Road Safety Plan published in 
1991 provided an overall framework for coordinating the 
efforts of the various local community, regional and na-
tional bodies that have an interest in road safety.  Road 
safety outcome targets for 2001 were set to help galva-
nise action for the 10 year duration of the plan.  In late 
1995, road safety performance was boosted by the intro-
duction of a supplementary road safety funding package 
that provided additional enforcement resources support-
ed by a hard hitting advertising campaign. This program 
focussed on the three major road user behaviour areas 
that could be readily addressed by enforcement efforts, 
alcohol, speed and restraint use. Regular surveys are con-
ducted to monitor restraint use and driver choice of travel 
speed (Table 2).
The government’s Road Safety to 2010 strategy, 
published in 2003, provides the current direction for road 
safety in New Zealand and describes the safety outcomes 
the government wants to achieve by 2010.  The new strat-
egy focuses on a balanced approach, tackling the road 
safety problem on three fronts: engineering, education 
and enforcement. Road safety activities developed under 
previous national plans continue but will be reinforced by 
new and intensiﬁed actions with a particular focus on the 
entire road environment, improving vehicles and roads to 
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Fig. 3  Road deaths by type of road user
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better accommodate human error. 
The strategy’s key priority areas for action involve: 
engineering safer roads, reducing speed, combating 
drink-driving, dealing with serious offenders, encourag-
ing the use of safety belts, improving safety for pedestri-
ans and cyclists, improving the vehicle ﬂeet, and new and 
Table 2 Road user behaviours
 Unimpeded travel speeds for cars (km/h) Restraint /helmet use Alcohol
Year Open road Urban  Percentage of road users restrained or Dead drivers 
 (100km/h speed limit) (50km/h speed limit) wearing helmet with alcohol levels  
    above legal limit
 Mean 85th %ile Mean 85th %ile Front seat Rear seat  Children  Bicycle  Number Percent
     adults adults (0-14 years) helmets
1995 102.4 114 57.4 - 86% 45% 77% 96% 95 30%
1996 102.3 115 56.5 64 86% 55% 88% 91% 84 30%
1997 101.6 113 56.3 63 88% 56% 89% 94% 63 21%
1998 102.2 113 55.9 63 88% 62% 88% 95% 74 27%
1999 101.8 112 55.8 63 89% 67% 89% 95% 61 21%
2000 101.4 111 55.3 62 90% 76% 87% 93% 58 21%
2001 100.2 109 55.2 62 92% 70% 89% 94% 55 21%
2002 99.1 107 54.3 61 92% 78% 94% 89% 60 24%
2003 98.0 105 53.7 60 92% 81% 96% 89% 73 28%
2004 97.8 105 52.9 58 94% 86% 97% 92% 69 27%
2005 97.1 104 52.4 58 95%  94% 91%  
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Fig. 4  Percentage of road deaths by age and sex - 2004
better targeted education initiatives.
Overseeing the top level road safety strategy in 
New Zealand is a National Road Safety Committee com-
prising the chief executives of key central government 
stakeholders with road safety responsibility.
